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General Studies-2; Topic: Important International institutions, agencies and fora- their 
structure, mandate 
 

U.S withdrawal from UNESCO 
 

1) Introduction 

 U.S. announced its withdrawal from UNESCO accusing it of ‘anti-Israel bias’ 

 The U.S. earlier had once withdrawn from the UNESCO, in 1984, accusing it of favouring the Soviet 
Union, and rejoined the U.N. body in 2002. 

 The U.S. withdrawal will take effect on December 31, 2018 and until then it will remain a full 
member of the body.  
 

2) Further Action by U.S 

 U.S. would seek to establish a permanent observer mission to UNESCO. 

 This reflects U.S. concerns with mounting arrears at UNESCO, the need for fundamental reform in 
the organisation, and continuing anti-Israel bias at UNESCO, 

 U.S desire to remain engaged with UNESCO as a non-member observer state in order to contribute 
U.S. views on protection of world heritage, press freedoms, and promoting scientific collaboration 
and education. 
 

3) Reasons for U.S Withdrawal 

 Earlier this year UNESCO designated the old city of Hebron a Palestinian world heritage site. 

  Israel deeply criticized this decision, as it ignores centuries of Jewish history there 

 UNESCO had passed a resolution defining Israel as an “occupying power” in Jerusalem, criticizing 
Israel’s archaeological digs around the city. 

 In light of these decisions by UNESCO, the United States withdrew 

 U.S. laws bar funding to any U.N. agency that recognises the Palestinian state.  
 

4) Impact 

 This is a loss to UNESCO. This is a loss to the United Nations family and this is a loss for 
multilateralism 

 This will impact U.S. power over international affairs. 

 United States withdrawal will not make the Palestinian issue disappear.  

 Opting out of the global system of states is a self defeating practice that will only diminish U.S. 
power over the long term. 

 If U.S withdraws, then China takes the space. 

 Other countries in the west might also withdraw in the future and stop making the payments they 
are obligated to. 
 

5) Problems with UNESCO 

 The programmes organised by UNESCO are very few that mainly consists of conferences or 
advocacy and the real programmes are not there. 

 There is lot of criticism about UNESCO in every executive committee meeting about bloated 
bureaucracy and excessive spending.  

 The organisation has become politicised. 

 Other countries like Japan too have had issues with UNESCO. 
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 UNESCO is always struggling to get members pay their dues on time. 
 

6) Significance 

 This has emerged as one of the many ideological stances the United States has taken under 
President Trump.  

 Actions such as the withdrawal from the Paris Agreement and the decertification of the Iran nuclear 
deal point to an increasingly isolationist U.S. attitude toward international affairs. 

 This shows whether the UN system has become irrelevant so that countries can come in and come 
out of the organisations.  

 It shows the powerful influence of Israel on American foreign policy. 

 It shows the fragmented identities and reflects the present crisis across the world. 
 

7) Role of UNESCO 

 UNESCO has taken a leading role in trying to protect vulnerable sites from terrorist attacks and 
rebuilding them, as it was the case in Mali. 

 Arts, education, science and culture are among the best ways to fight fundamentalism and 
extremism.  

 They make space for peaceful contestation, promoting inclusion and protecting youth from 
radicalization.” 

 Protect cultural sites and traditions, and works to improve education for girls. 
 

8) Concerns / Challenges 

 For the past three years, terrorists have specifically targeted cultural property as a means to make 
political statements and reach out to their targeted audiences. 

  ISIS has attacked cultural sites such as Palmyra and Nimrud to exercise dominance over collective 
heritage. 

 ISIS has sold looted antiquities from Iraq and Syria and raised millions of dollars to finance its 
activities. 
 

9) Way Forward 

 At a time where extremists are targeting cultural property to destroy religions, states and nations, it 
is imperative that protecting cultural heritage is inseparable from protecting human lives, 
preserving states and fostering peace. 

 The architecture of UN system has been of 1940s, whereas the world is changing and new balances 
have come up.  

 There is a need for "fundamental reform" in the agency without alienating powerful members to 
make the organisation relevant to the present age. 

 There is a need to depoliticise the agenda of the organisation. 

 UNESCO must adhere to its purpose, its charter and the political issues must be settled in UNSC and 
UNGA. 

 In many countries the education curriculum and syllabus are promoting hatred among young 
minds. Therefore UNESCO must have an open dialogue, promote peace through textbooks, 
interactions and conferences. 

 
 


